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BOOK NOTE
James Lawrence Powell, Dead Pool: Lake Powell, Global Warming, and
the Future of Water in the West, University of California Press, Los
Angeles (2008); 283 pp; ISBN 978-0520254770.
James Lawrence Powell ("Powell") is the executive director of the National Physical Science Consortium at the University of Southern California. His previous works include: Grand Canyon: Solving Earth's Grandest Puzzle; Mysteries of Terra Firma: the Age and Evolution of the Earth;
and Night Comes to the Cretaceous:DinosaurExtinction and the Transformation of Modern Geology. Dead Pool is a five-part book that focuses on the events that led to the current state of the Colorado River,
and how global warming and water policies will transform the river in the
future.
PART ONE: RIVER OF SURPRISE
Chapter One, The Dam is Not going to Break, Dead Pool opens in
dramatic fashion, explaining the predicament the United States Bureau of
Reclamation (USBR) engineers were in as the 1983 floods on the Colorado River threatened to spillover and break Glen Canyon Dam, the dam
holding newly filled reservoir, Lake Powell. Via this tale of disaster
averted, Powell provides a broad overview of the historical events leading
up to the creation of Lake Powell, the USBR, and a detailed description
of the Glen Canyon Dam impounding the large reservoir.
Chapter Two, Playing Dice with Nature, contrasts the past problem
of flooding with contemporary problems facing Lake Powell: drought,
and global warming. Powell introduces the concept of "dead pool"-the
elevation at which a reservoir's water level falls below the dam's lowest
outlet works or exit. This chapter details experts' struggle to account for
global warming's effect on drought and concludes that increasing temperatures and evaporation are likely to cause the supply of water in the
Colorado River basin to decline
PART TWO: RIVER OF EMPIRE
Chapter Three, Appointment in Samarra, discusses three historical
downfalls of irrigation societies: silt, salt, and internal political weaknesses. Drawing on global examples, such as the current conflict on the
Nile River between Egypt and Sudan, as well as the case of the Hokoham
civilization occupying Arizona a millennium ago, Powell points out the
perils of irrigated agriculture.
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Chapter Four, One Simple Fact, focuses on the geography and climate of the American West. Noting that American ideals and notions of
progress led to the refusal to recognize the fact that the country was divided into wet and dry regions, the author introduces John Wesley Powell ("J.W. Powell") and depicts his struggle to relay the realities of the
arid West to politicians who did not want to hear his message. J.W.
Powell recognized that the region could not support the widespread irrigation proposed, and although he proved prophetic, his insistence that
there was not enough water fell on deaf ears.
Chapter Five, The Reality of Empkre, introduces the Reclamation
Service (later the USBR), and takes a critical viewpoint of its rise and
expansion. Powell asserts that the agency ignored Congressional intent
under the Newlands Act when it failed to limit homestead land grants to
160 acres and selected poorly placed projects that were economic failures. The chapter concludes with a focus on the USBR's attraction to the
Colorado River, with its steep gradient and hydroelectric producing potential, and the USBR's desire to tame such a wild river.
Chapter Six, This Vast Plain of Opulent Soil, provides an historical
overview of the events leading to the Colorado Compact of 1922 ("Compact"). Powell depicts the transformation of the Colorado Desert into the
Imperial Valley due to developers' growing interest in the region at the
beginning of the twentieth century.
This chapter also provides a valuable legal perspective, asserting that
the combination of California's rapid development and the then widely
accepted doctrine of prior appropriation posed substantial threat to upstream states' interests, prompting their entry into negotiations for an
interstate compact. Powell sums up the chapter by providing insight into
the decision making process behind the Compact, such as why the commissioners chose Lee's Ferry as the dividing point between basins, which
interests the Compact favored, and its modern-day impacts in the Colorado River basin. This chapter is a broad yet comprehensive introduction to the "Law of the River."
Chapter Seven, Lonely Lands Made Fruitful,describes the construction of the Hoover Dam. It covers the social significance of the dam's
construction to the country during the Great Depression and how it
jumpstarted the era of big dam building in the United States.
PART THREE: RIVER OF CONTROVERSY
In Chapter Eight, Natural Menace Becomes National Resource,
Powell begins an in depth account of how the USBR brought the Colorado River under its control. This chapter recounts the failed proposal
for Escalante National Monument, a national monument stretching from
Lee's Ferry upstream through Glen Canyon and Cataract Canyon that
likely would have prohibited Glen Canyon Dam's construction. The
chapter also introduces the initial proposal for the Colorado River Storage Project ("CRSP"), designed to place mega dams at both Glen Canyon
and Echo Canyon.

Issue 2

BOOK NOTE

465

Chapter Nine, Shall We Let Them Ruin Our NationalParks?, offers
an overview of the National Park Service ("NPS") and contrasts its mission with that of the more powerful USBR. This chapter chronicles the
Echo Park conflict, asserting that the USBR was bound to eventually
propose a project in a protected national park or monument. Powell
depicts the USBR's desire to have a dam at Dinosaur National Monument's Echo Park and the resulting dilemma facing the NPS.
Furthermore, Powell explains how the USBR provided a type of social welfare through heavily subsidized water and the western sentiment
expressing a desire for the federal government to fund water development
projects and then take a hands-off approach to managing the West. Powell wraps up the chapter by introducing the Sierra Club-the prominent
conservationists who lead the way in the fight for Echo Park-and noting
their willingness to support some projects in exchange for protection of
other areas.
Chapter Ten, We Want to Be Dammed, focuses on David Brower,
the USBR's most fierce conservationist rival, and the steep learning curve
he and his fellow environmentalist faced as they took on the USBR in the
fight for Echo Park. This chapter also introduces Brower's counterparts
in the Echo Park fight, Colorado Congressman Wayne Aspinall and
USBR Commissioner Floyd Dominy. Informatively and eloquently placing this conflict in the context of the American environmental movement,
Powell conveys to the reader the importance of the Echo Park debate to
contemporary environmental legislation and regulations. Here, Powell
effectively lays out the most contentious issues and the legislative process
leading up to the construction of Glen Canyon dam. Powell concludes
that conservationists today lament the Sierra Club's mistake of essentially
trading Glen Canyon for Echo Park and asserts that, despite certain mistakes, the Sierra Club was still successful in preventing dams in other areas such as the Grand Canyon and Echo Park.
Chapter Eleven, To Have a Deep Blue Lake, portrays the post-Glen
Canyon Dam approval tilt between Brower and the mercurial and strongwilled USBR commissioner, Floyd Dominy. Powell explains the Rainbow Bridge issue and how in order to get legislation passed to approve
Glen Canyon Dam, the USBR had to agree to "preclude impairment" of
Rainbow Bridge National Monument. This resulted in USBR's subsequent attempt to maneuver around this provision, which then alerted
Brower of the agency's intention to dam the Grand Canyon.
Powell eloquently lays out the Grand Canyon debate, including the
perspectives of each of the major players, and illustrates the monumental
power struggle to reclaim the American West. Much like the physical
infrastructure that was implemented to control the Colorado River, Powell's historical account of the physical and political development of the
river provides the foundation for understanding the contemporary issues
he explores in PartFour.
In Chapter Twelve, The Biggest Boondoggle, Powell explains that,
even without considering the environmental costs, the CRSP was economically unfeasible. Continuing with the theme of economic frivolity,
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Powell observes how the USBR figured out how to manipulate the system
and obtain further funding once a project began. Ultimately, Powell concludes that Lake Powell, in addition to being economically unfeasible,
was unnecessary to regulate the Colorado River.
Segueing into the scientific portion of the book, Powell discusses water quantity and evaporation, and asserts that projects like the CRSP reflected Western politicians' desires over sound science.
PART FOUR: RIVER OF LIMITS
In Chapter Thirteen, Time Machines, Powell's focus shifts to the balance between supply and demand on the Colorado River as he begins to
introduce scientific concepts and instruments integral to his analysis. He
discusses the history and efficacy of tree ring science in measuring historical river flows, as well as past droughts and climatology. This chapter
also explains how global warming factors, such as increased evaporation
and earlier runoff, affect the Colorado River and its water supply.
Chapter Fourteen, A New Clmatology, depicts how scientists might
use modeling to answer the question: how might temperatures continue
to rise and what might be the effect on the Colorado River and its system
of dams and reservoirs? Powell objects to USBR data from a limited wet
period because it discounts tree-ring science and global warming's projected effects. He then plays out how a potential model would work, by
plugging specific numbers in, and predicts what their practical effects
could be.
Chapter Fifteen, Raiamakers, analyzes the viability of desalinization
and cloud seeding as mechanisms to augment the Colorado River water
supply. This Chapter contrasts the differences between a supply-based
perspective on water management and a demand-centered perspective.
Powell concludes by explaining the "soft path" approach, which incorporates economic tools to encourage efficient water use and focuses on sustainability and equity. ,
Chapter Sixteen, Let People in the Future Worry About It, considers
two prevalent problems concerning the actual water in the Colorado
River: high silt content and high salinity. Powell focuses on silt buildup
in Lake Powell, silt deprivation to the Colorado River delta, and increased salinity due to evaporation.
Chapter Seventeen, A Hundred Green Lagoons, assesses the ecological state of the Colorado River. Powell explores the legal emphasis that
the USBR historically placed on environmental quality and the effect of
altered water temperatures and sediment load on river corridor species.
PART FIVE: RIVER OF TOMORROW
Chapter Eighteen, River of Law, outlines a broad and comprehensive
overview of the expansive body of law on the Colorado River. Powell
builds on the scientific modeling introduced in Chapter Fourteen to predict how the current legal system would respond to a failure of the hydro-
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logic system and the physical infrastructure in place on the Colorado
River.
In Chapter Nineteen, The West Against Itself Powell synthesizes
Dead Pool's information into an outlook for the future and makes suggestions on how the Colorado River can best be managed moving forward, emphasizing that a comprehensive demand-based approach in conjunction with political will power will be necessary to avert a future water
crisis.
CONCLUSION
Dead Pool, for all the technical, scientific, and legal information it
contains, is an easy and enjoyable read for a wide variety of readers. Renowned Colorado River Historian, Donald Worster, praised Dead Pool
as "the best book the] know[s] about the current state of the Colorado
River and the policy issues facing it." For those familiar with western
water politics, its historical recount of the events leading up to the present
offers a nice refresher, and its scientific analysis of global warming and
the future of the river shines light on potential problems for those relying
on the river. Dead Pool provides less familiar readers with all the background information necessary to understand the development of the
Colorado River basin and the issues facing it today. Overall, Dead Pool
offers a comprehensive analysis of the Colorado River, centered on its
most controversial event-the construction of Glen Canyon Dam and subsequent filling of Lake Powell.
Jonathan King
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